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Aspiration for higher education (HE) is no longer a matter solely for students and
their families. With OECD nations seeking to position themselves more
competitively in the global knowledge economy, the need for more knowledge
workers has led to plans to expand their HE systems to near universal levels. In
Australia, this has required the government and institutions to enlist students who
traditionally have not seen university as contributing to their imagined and desired
futures. However, this paper suggests that failing to appreciate the aspirations of
different groups, understood as a collective cultural capacity, casts doubt over the
ability of institutions to deliver increased numbers of knowledge workers. Moreover,
inciting subscription to the current norms of HE is a weak form of social inclusion.
Stronger forms of equity strategy are possible when HE is repositioned as a resource
for different groups and communities to access in the pursuit of their aspirations.
Keywords: aspiration; higher education; widening participation; equity; Appadurai
Introduction
This paper analyses the new emphasis on aspiration in higher education (HE) policy,
particularly its implications for equity strategy during the expansionary phase that the
Australian system has recently entered. The possibility and desire to pursue HE is
obviously important in determining whether one applies for and takes up a university
place. It is not surprising, then, that aspiration has become well-established as part of
our conceptual framework for understanding access to HE. In this paper we argue for
a more complex understanding of aspiration, as culturally informed and collectively
imagined.
Recently, the widening participation agendas in Australia and the UK have placed
significant emphasis on raising aspirations for HE among under-represented groups
(e.g., UK Department for Education and Skills [DfES], 2006; Commonwealth of
Australia, 2009, 2010; Higher Education Funding Council for England [HEFCE],
2009). When HE systems expand or widen their student population they must often
engage groups who have not previously pursued university study in large numbers. In
both UK and Australian HE policy, individual aspirations have been identified as an
important force for national investment in human capital to sustain economic compet-
itiveness and for social inclusion projects premised on more equitable distributions of
educational goods. For example, in setting out the Australian government’s rationale
for its current HE reforms, then Minister for Education, Employment and Workplace
*Corresponding author. Email: sam.sellar@unisa.edu.au
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Relations Julia Gillard (now Prime Minister) argued that great opportunity ‘lies in the
intersection of each Australian’s personal goals with the national goals’ and ‘the
message is simple – the more you learn the more you earn’ (Gillard, 2010).
‘Raising aspiration’ has become a prominent equity strategy against the backdrop
of a broader policy trend. Raco (2009, p. 438) argues that welfare policy in the UK is
now characterised by a neoliberal ‘politics of aspiration’, in which citizens are held
responsible for making consumer choices to maximise their opportunities, in contrast
to the previous ‘politics of expectation’, which placed onus on the state to ensure citi-
zens received the equal outcomes to which they were entitled. A similar shift has also
occurred in Australia, as demonstrated by the prominence of the ‘aspirational voter’
in policy debate over the past decade (Johnson, 2004).
However, ‘raising aspiration’ is a deeply problematic trope around which to estab-
lish social justice projects. There are at least three aspects of concern here. First, domi-
nant conceptions of aspiration imply potentially offensive and normative assumptions
about the value and legitimacy of particular educational pathways, forms of employ-
ment and life projects. That is, those who do not aspire to higher education are
assumed to have lower aspirations. Second, it underestimates the potential for stratifi-
cation associated with expanding education systems, which can result in less advan-
taged students being diverted into lower status institutions (Parry, 2010; see also
Bourdieu & Champagne, 1999). Increasing desire for HE in order to attract under-
represented groups does not ensure that they will have equitable access to different
parts of the system once they enter, or that their participation will necessarily provide
satisfactory social and economic returns. Third, it is by no means clear that under-
representation in HE is caused by low aspiration, as opposed to holding aspirations for
different ends or not having the capacity to realise one’s aspirations. In Australia,
significant numbers of students from low SES backgrounds do aspire to HE (Prosser,
McCallum, Milroy, Comber, & Nixon, 2008; Bowden & Doughney, 2010). UK stud-
ies have shown how students often become disavowed of such possibilities in the later
years of schooling, based on their sense of social position and levels of academic
achievement (Archer & Yamashita, 2003; Archer, Hollingworth, & Halsall, 2007).
However, this paper argues that, despite shortcomings in the rationale for many ‘aspi-
ration-raising’ strategies, and acknowledging the urgent need to address achievement
levels in secondary school and earlier (Gale et al., 2010; Vignoles & Crawford, 2010),
engaging with people’s imagined futures is now more important for efforts to provide
fairer HE access than it has ever been previously.
The paper comprises two main parts. Through an analysis of empirical data, the
first part presents an illustrative case study of the changing role that aspiration has
played in Australian HE policy. Specifically, it notes the rise in importance of aspira-
tion, particularly the aspirations of under-represented groups, for policy-makers and
HE institutions. While the Australian case has its own particularities, it is not out of
step with the policy contexts in comparable nations such as the UK or New Zealand.
The second half of the paper is primarily theoretical. It draws on Appadurai’s (1996)
claim that the work of imagination has become newly significant in everyday life and
his argument that aspiration is a collective cultural capacity, not just an individual
motivation (Appadurai, 2004, p. 67). In the context of contemporary globalisation,
imagination has emerged as a concrete social practice: 
… the imagination has become an organized field of social practices, a form of work (in
the sense of both labor and culturally organized practice), and a form of negotiation
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
8:4
0 1
5 N
ov
em
be
r 2
01
1 
Cambridge Journal of Education  39
between sites of agency (individuals) and globally defined fields of possibility.
(Appadurai, 1996, p. 31)
The paper concludes with consideration of how the conjuncture between the poli-
tics of aspiration and the rise of imagination in new global cultural economies presents
an opportunity to re-conceive the relation between aspiration and HE, and particularly
the rationale for equity strategies designed to widen participation in HE.
The changing place of aspiration in Australian HE
In the early 1980s, a study of the social composition of students in Australian higher
education identified four conditions that must be met for university entry (Anderson,
Boven, Fensham, & Powell, 1980; Anderson & Vervoorn, 1983). Aspiration was one;
availability, accessibility and achievement were the others. At the time, Anderson
et al. (1980) argued that students could only enter HE if governments and institutions
made places available and their academic achievement qualified them for entry and
they had the financial and logistical means to access a HE institution and they were
motivated to do so. Interestingly, HE participation in the UK also has been conceived
in terms of a four conditions model, which includes aspiration in combination with
attainment, applications and admissions (DfES, 2006).
Anderson et al. (1980) identified differences between the degrees of policy influ-
ence that could be exerted over each of these four conditions. For example, it was
considered possible to directly affect availability through policies that increase the
number of student places and accessibility by providing financial assistance scholar-
ships. In contrast, achievement and aspiration were considered to be less susceptible
to policy intervention and more directly affected by factors such as academic ability,
family context and socioeconomic status (SES). Aspiration in particular was consid-
ered to lie beyond the purview of governments and institutions. In a subsequent study,
Anderson and Vervoorn (1983, p. 175) argued that once ‘the structural considerations
– an enlarged base [of qualified students], an enlarged system, and flexibility across
sectors – have been attended to it then becomes appropriate to turn to motivational
factors’. However, they did not address the question of aspiration per se, except to
argue that ‘improvements in the availability of higher education… are unlikely to be
effective in democratising participation if unchanging environmental conditions
depress scholastic achievement or keep aspirations low’ (Anderson & Vervoorn,
1983, p. 4). Aspiration was considered to be a problem for individuals and families
rather than policy-makers.
However, by the early 1990s a shift had occurred. In contrast to earlier observa-
tions that guidance services were likely to have little effect on students’ aspirations
when compared with parents and family environment (Anderson et al., 1980), the
policy statement A fair chance for all (Australian Department of Education Employ-
ment and Training [DEET], 1990) identified awareness-raising programs, such as
career events and information sessions, as an important means for increasing the HE
participation of people from low SES backgrounds. While greater attention was
directed to special-entry arrangements and support programs, encouraging people to
think about the possibility of HE had become part of the broader equity strategy.
Although the language of aspiration is not present in this document, under-represented
groups’ knowledge about and desire for university had begun to appear as a problem
for policy-makers.
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In the two decades since A fair chance for all, aspiration has emerged as a more
prominent issue for HE in Australia, spurred by the changing aspirations of the
Australian government for the nation’s economic future, particularly its place in the
global knowledge economy. Australia is in an invidious position. Having ridden a
resources boom up and down and then up again, it now finds it has fallen back from
the OECD pack in terms of the number of young adults with HE qualifications. In
2008, the Bradley Review of Australian Higher Education (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent,
& Scales, 2008) called for greater investment in qualifications and linked this invest-
ment with mandates to provide more equitable access to HE: 
The nation will need more well-qualified people if it is to anticipate and meet the
demands of a rapidly moving global economy. … To increase the numbers participating
we must also look to members of groups currently under-represented in the system.
(Bradley et al., 2008, p. xi)
In 2009, the Australian government announced its ambition to expand the HE
system, by both increasing and widening participation (Australian Government,
2009). In response to the Bradley review, two complimentary targets were set: to
increase the number of 25- to 34-year-olds holding bachelor degrees to 40% by 2025;
and to increase the participation rate of people from low SES backgrounds to 20% by
2020 (Australian Government, 2009, pp. 12–13). Among 25- to 34-year-olds, the
current attainment rate for bachelor degrees in Australian universities stands at 34%
(Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2009, p. 16). The participation rate of under-
graduate students from low SES backgrounds is currently 16%, at which it has stag-
nated for the past decade (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace
Relations [DEEWR], 2009b).
In announcing its new agenda, the government reiterated the need for expansion to
redress declines in national stocks of human capital: 
Australia has reached a critical juncture. As a nation we failed to make the boom years
pay. We underinvested. We lived off the human capital accumulated in previous
decades. In higher education we now have a choice. We can address these problems,
regain touch with the top-ranked nations or watch our prosperity decline. This decline
may happen slowly, imperceptibly even, but without further reform in higher education
it will happen. (Gillard, 2009)
Renewed commitment to human capital investment is the defining rationale for the
current expansion. Increased attainment may be achieved, at least in part, through
means other than increased HE participation. For example, skilled migration will
contribute to an increase in the proportion of Australians holding HE qualifications.
However, it is clear from the government’s directives that it sees a strong link between
its attainment and participation targets: ‘funding to increase low SES participation is
a key initiative to achieve the broader attainment target’ (Australian Government,
2009, p. 14). In short, increased attainment is to be delivered by Australia’s HE
system. Moreover, not only should the under-represented be included in this expan-
sion, they will need to make an important contribution to it.
For the HE sector to meet the 40% attainment target, the government has esti-
mated that approximately 217,000 additional students will need to attain Bachelor
degrees from Australian universities by 2025 (Australian Government, 2009, p. 12).
Clearly, more student places will need to be created. To support this, the government
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has established a new demand-driven funding model, removing the cap on the
number of publicly funded places from 2012: 
The new system will encourage universities to respond to student demand and will
encourage greater diversity to attract students. It is estimated that as a result of these
reforms, an additional 80,000 student places will be delivered over the four years from
2010 to 2013. This will allow about 50,000 additional students to participate in higher
education. (Australian Government, 2009, p. 18)
These numbers appear incongruous, both with each other and with the required
217,000 additional graduates. However, the difference between these figures can be
explained by accounting for the relationship between the necessary supply of student
places to meet the target and current levels of student demand for these places.
From 2010, the Australian HE system effectively has 12 years to fill the extra
places required in order to produce 217,000 additional graduates by 2025. That is, if
we assume an average degree length of four-years, only those commencing in 2021
or before will have graduated by 2025. Therefore, an average of around 18,000 addi-
tional students (i.e., additional to those expected to access HE over this period based
on current trends) will need to enter bachelor programs each year from 2010 to
2021. If an average of 18,000 additional students entered the system each year from
2010 to 2013 this would deliver close to the estimated 80,000 additional places. The
first cohort of extra students will graduate in 2013 and 18,000 additional students
will then need to enter the system each year until to 2021 to continue filling the
expanded number of places. This would deliver the required 217,000 additional
graduates by 2025.
Assuming these new places are taken up as they are introduced, and demand for
them remains strong, the 40% attainment target will easily be reached (it is worth
noting that the Australian government has predicted a staggered introduction of
additional places, rather than a full increase to the average number of places
required per year). Indeed, preliminary data indicates that the number of undergradu-
ate places in the system has increased strongly since the government’s reforms were
announced (Commonwealth of Australia, 2010, pp. 62–63; Gillard, 2010). However,
the increased supply of places will actually need to be greater than 18,000 per year
in order to deliver the required graduates. Factoring in the most recently available
Australian HE completion rate of 72% (Bradley et al., 2008, p. 10) indicates that an
additional 301,000 students will need to enter the system to produce 217,000 addi-
tional graduates. This will require 25,000 additional students per year from 2010 to
2021.
Further, only those entering the system who are aged 19 years or under in 2010
will be counted among the 40% of 25- to 34-year-olds holding a bachelor qualification
in 2025. Commencing undergraduate students aged 25 years or over will not count
toward the target until 2016. This is significant given that, in 2008, the 25 years and
over age cohort accounted for 20% of commencing bachelor degree students
(DEEWR, 2009b). Hence, the number of additional students required each year until
2016 will need to be further increased. Finally, shortfalls between the number of new
places provided and the numbers filled during particular years will need to be made
up in subsequent years, compounding the level of demand required. Any small, early
fluctuations that create shortfalls will create the need to attract growing numbers of
new students over time.
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Growing new demand at the levels required to produce 217,000 additional gradu-
ates by 2025 is by no means assured. In 2008, unmet student demand in Australia,
which is measured in terms of the number of unsuccessful eligible applicants for
university places, stood at 5.8% or 12,600 unsuccessful applicants (DEEWR, 2009a,
p. 75). At this rate, the demand driven four-year expansion of places announced by the
government in 2009 could only have been expected to produce around 50,000 addi-
tional students (Australian Government, 2009, p. 18). That is, making 80,000 places
available will only contribute to the desired expansion provided that it is supported by
sufficient student demand. In late 2009, unmet demand stood at 8.1% or 18,500 unsuc-
cessful applicants. This reversed the downward trend of the preceding years, from a
high of 15% or 36,100 unsuccessful applicants in 2004, to the low of 5.8% or 12,600
unsuccessful applicants in 2008. Yet, despite the recent upward movement, there still
appears to be insufficient demand for the average number of extra places that need to
be filled each year. This is acknowledged in the government’s statement that there is
a need to widen participation to a more diverse population in order to attract the neces-
sary students. It is here that the 20% participation target for people from low SES
backgrounds is intimately linked with the broader attainment target.
Preliminary data on 2010 application rates indicate an overall increase in accep-
tances of 6.1%, signalling a continuing increase in demand for places (Commonwealth
of Australia, 2010, p. 87). The rate of application increased by: 9.4% among low SES
groups (compared to 7.6% for medium SES groups and 4.7% for high SES groups);
8.4% in non-metropolitan applicants (compared to 6.7% for metropolitan applicants);
and by 10.9% among non-school leavers (compared to 3.7% for school leavers)
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2010, p. 88). This suggests that increases in demand are
already being driven by a widening pool of applicants including larger numbers of
applicants from groups who have previously accessed HE in relatively lower numbers.
Notably, institutional projections predict a 9.9% increase in enrolments in 2010. This
greater increase in enrolment rates versus application rates is due to students convert-
ing existing part-time loads to full-time, likely in response to the recent Global
Financial Crisis (Commonwealth of Australia, 2010, p. 87). Technically, this does not
constitute an increase in demand, given that these students are already in the system
and their changed loads simply bring forward the completion dates for the same
number of degrees. That is, while increased enrolments will take up some of the newly
available places, not all of them will contribute to additional graduations.
There are a number of points at which to address the demand-supply problems that
the sector is likely to encounter. For example, increasing the secondary schooling
retention rate, or generating interest for HE among students who are already eligible
but have not sought a place, would increase the pool of applicants. An increased take-
up by applicants who receive offers would also contribute to higher numbers of
students entering university. This occurred in 2009 (DEEWR, 2009a, p. 75), most
likely in response to the economic downturn, and contributed to a sharp rise in the
number of commencing students. Eligibility criteria could also be modified to increase
the numbers able to access HE, for example, through alternative entry pathways.
Further, improving the HE completion rate would reduce the number of additional
students required to enter the system. International students in the relevant age group
who access Australian HE as a pathway to residency will further swell the numbers,
provided they obtain permanent residency by 2025. Finally, appropriately aged
migrants who already hold a bachelor qualification will also contribute without plac-
ing any extra demand on the HE system, although we note (above) that this is not the
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government’s preferred strategy. All of these provide potential points for intervention
for governments and universities. However, if governments, universities and schools
choose to do nothing or do very little, the current expansion of the system will signif-
icantly affect the balance between demand for and supply of HE places, potentially
moving the system toward an unprecedented period of insufficient rather than unmet
student demand.
While competition between qualified aspirants has traditionally driven selective
entry to HE in Australia, the nature of this competition could therefore be unsettled in
the near future. And if aspiration has been relatively marginal to the concerns of
policy-makers and institutions in the past, it is clearly now on their minds. For exam-
ple, current policy gives strong emphasis to ‘raising aspiration’ as a strategy for
increasing and widening participation in line with the targets, stating that ‘the major
barriers to increased higher education participation by students of low socio-economic
backgrounds include… low awareness of the long-term benefits of higher education
resulting in little aspiration to participate’ (Australian Government, 2009, p. 13,
emphasis added). Intervening early in school is therefore necessary in order to be
‘effective in increasing the aspirations of students to attend university’ (p. 13, empha-
sis added), while providing funding that links schools and universities is necessary to
help ‘teachers raise the aspirations of their students’ (p. 14, emphasis added). This
rhetoric clearly reflects the ascending importance of aspirations for governments and
institutions in our current moment. No longer conceived as a ‘private trouble’ that is
primarily the concern of individuals and families, aspiration has become a ‘public
issue’ (Mills, 1959), largely as a result of an anticipated shift toward barely sufficient
or insufficient demand for a growing number of places.
While attention to aspiration is a relatively new development for Australian HE,
over the past decade it has become a well-established category in ‘third-way’ politics
and policy. For example, the ‘aspirational voter’ has served an important function in
the political imaginaries of New Labour in the UK and the Australian Labor Party
(Johnson & Tonkiss, 2002; Johnson, 2004; Sellar & Gale, 2011), signalling a perceived
need to move away from redistributive social policy and toward policy that stimulates
and rewards individual entrepreneurialism. In both countries a ‘politics of aspiration’
now defines welfare policy debates (Raco, 2009), which incites people to take respon-
sibility for their socio-economic advancement through astute consumer choice and
investment in goods such as education. Rose (1999, p. 88) has persuasively shown that
‘the project of responsible citizenship has been fused with individual’s projects for
themselves’ in order ‘to govern through the “responsibilized” and “educated” anxieties
and aspirations of individuals and their families’. That is, aspiration has now become
a primary site for governance.
In this context, aspiration is often associated with the ability to act in entrepre-
neurial ways rather than the desire for improved social or economic status. For
example, the ‘aspirational’ working class in Australia, when defined in terms of a
desire to ‘get ahead’ in life, appear more likely to be in the middle income bracket;
to support private education; to participate in higher education at a greater rate than
their ‘non-aspirational’ peers; and to have recently purchased consumer electronics
(Goot & Watson, 2007). As Scalmer (2005, p. 5) has observed, ‘somewhat paradoxi-
cally, the term is only applied to those who have achieved rather than desired; who
possess, rather than seek’. In this case, ‘aspiration’ is recognised in those with access
to ‘desirable’ consumption practices and social goods, rather than in desire for access
among those who are excluded. In the next section, relationships between gover-
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
8:4
0 1
5 N
ov
em
be
r 2
01
1 
44  S. Sellar et al.
nance strategies that mobilise a politics of aspiration and the ‘aspirational capacities’
of disadvantaged groups are explored further, in order to consider the potential value
of aspiration as a site for equity interventions during the current expansion of
Australian HE.
The rising prominence of imagination in everyday life
At the same time as aspiration has gained the attention of HE policy-makers, it has
also undergone a qualitative transformation; that is, as part of a broader turn within
cultural theory to a consideration of imagination, scholars such as Appadurai (1996)
and Taylor (2004) have argued that the rise of modernity, and particularly its evolu-
tion in multiple forms through contemporary globalization, has led to people imagin-
ing themselves and their worlds in new and different ways (Gaonkar, 2002).
Appadurai’s (1996) work has been particularly influential in showing how over the
past few decades global flows of migrants and media images have created new
diasporic public spheres, which have dramatically increased and diversified the
resources available for conceiving of who we are and who we want to become, both
individually and collectively. Appadurai (1996, p. 53) argues that ‘the imagination
has now acquired a singular new power in social life… more persons in more parts of
the world consider a wider set of possible lives than they ever did before’. For exam-
ple, a recent study drawing on longitudinal data found that the educational and occu-
pational plans of students in the US have become increasingly ambitious since the
mid-1970s, with a dramatic increase in the number of students planning to pursue
HE qualifications and professional occupations (Reynolds, Stewart, MacDonald, &
Sischo, 2006).
Before considering Appadurai’s argument concerning the capacity to aspire, it will
be useful to briefly consider some methodological implications of his proposition
concerning the new role of imagination in social life, particularly for those concerned
with understanding the relationship between aspiration, education and the (re)produc-
tion of social inequalities. Appadurai (1996) suggests that we must now think in more
expansive and complex ways about the factors that inform and spur people’s imagined
futures. The study of global cultural economies, or ethnoscapes, must now account for
‘the changing social, territorial and cultural reproduction of group identity’ (p. 48).
Doing so involves a shift in analytic emphasis: 
Those who represent real or ordinary lives must resist making claims to epistemic priv-
ilege in regard to the lived particularities of social life. Rather, ethnography must rede-
fine itself as that practice of representation that illuminates the power of large-scale,
imagined life possibilities over specific life trajectories. This is thickness with a differ-
ence, and the difference lies in a new alertness to the fact that ordinary lives today are
more often powered not by the givenness of things but by the possibilities that the media
(either directly or indirectly) suggest are available. (Appadurai, 1996, p. 55)
Where studies of students’ educational and occupational aspirations have previ-
ously paid close attention to the particularities of family, peer and local community
contexts – consider, for example, the factors implicated in the formation of the gener-
ationally entrenched occupational plans of Paul Willis’ (1977) ‘lads’, or Anderson
et al.’s (1980) emphasis on the family environment as an influence on HE aspirations
– we must now account for the emergence of aspiration at the intersection of these
influences and other influences, which are mediated through both social and media
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networks and open up broader horizons for the formation of identities, communities
and life projects.
However, while contemporary globalisation may have enabled people to imagine
more diverse sets of possible futures, this does not mean that the capacity to realize
them is now also more equitably distributed (Appadurai, 1996, 2004). As Bauman
(1998) argues, changed spatio-temporalities associated with globalisation have had
powerful stratifying effects: 
Rather than homogenizing the human condition, the technological annulment of tempo-
ral/spatial distances tends to polarize it. It emancipates certain humans from territorial
constraints and renders certain community-generating meanings ex-territorial – while
denuding the territory, to which other people go on being confined, of its meaning and
identity-endowing capacity. (Bauman, 1998, p. 18)
Social advantage and disadvantage, as well as the work of imagination, are related
to new global flows in complex ways. As Sassen (2002) explains, elite financial
professionals and immigrant workers both operate in cross-border cultures, which
play a role in the circulation and production of imaginative resources. However, very
different degrees of power and agency are available to these different groups as they
attempt to realize their desired futures. Understanding the relationship between aspi-
ration and HE demands attention to both the increasing prevalence of imagination in
the production of group identities and cultural practices and the inequitable distribu-
tion of capacities to realize these new imaginaries.
Appadurai’s analysis of aspiration provides useful resources for this task. Two
central aspects of his argument are discussed here: first, the claim that aspiration is a
cultural capacity for realising collectively imagined futures; and second, that a ‘poli-
tics of recognition’ (Taylor, 1994; Fraser, 1997) affects the power with which differ-
ent groups are able to exercise this capacity. In his essay, ‘The capacity to aspire:
Culture and the terms of recognition’, Appadurai (2004) argues that the concept of
aspiration describes a relationship between culture and the future that can be obscured
by the ‘individualisation’ of aspiration: 
Aspirations certainly have something to do with wants, preferences, choices and calcu-
lations. And because these factors have been assigned to the discipline of economics, to
the domain of the market and to the level of the individual actor (all approximate char-
acterisations), they have been largely invisible in the study of culture. To repatriate
them into the domain of the culture, we need to begin by noting that aspirations form
parts of wider ethical and metaphysical ideas which derive from larger cultural norms.
Aspirations are never simply individual (as the language of wants and choices inclines
us to think). (Appadurai, 2004, p. 67)
Understood in primarily economic terms, aspirations can appear as a relatively
autonomous set of individual preferences and choices. However, this economic
perspective neglects the role that collectively imagined worlds (Appadurai, 1996)
or social imaginaries (Taylor, 2004) play in the constitution of, and contest over,
different visions of the ‘good life’. Taylor (2004, p. 23) defines a social imaginary
as: 
… the ways people imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others, how
things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, and
the deeper normative notions and images that underlie these expectations.
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Aspirations are formed, pursued and evaluated within and across different social
imaginaries or imagined worlds, ‘in the thick of social life’ (Appadurai 2004, p. 67).
Further, particular imaginaries delimit what will be recognised as aspiration. For
example, in the case of HE the discourse of raising aspirations is grounded in an imag-
ined world where the inherent desirability of university study is presupposed. In this
context, ‘aspiration’ is synonymous with the pursuit of HE. Those who feel that HE is
not possible or desirable risk being constructed as having ‘low’ aspirations in policy
and popular discourse.
Appadurai (2004) argues that the capacity to aspire involves narration and naviga-
tion of the relationships between immediate wants and preferences and broader
cultural contexts. This capacity is more strongly developed among relatively powerful
groups. In other words, these groups have a more powerful relationship with their own
future, as well as the broader collective future over which their position affords them
disproportionate influence. The capacity to aspire is not, therefore, equally distributed: 
This resource, unequally tilted in favour of the wealthier people in any society, is also
subject to the truism that ‘the rich get richer’, since the archive of concrete experiments
with the good life gives nuance and texture to more general norms and axioms;
conversely, experience with articulating these norms and axioms makes the more privi-
leged members of any society more supple in navigating the complex steps between
these norms and specific wants and wishes. (Appadurai, 2004, p. 69)
Elite groups have greater access to the social, cultural and economic resources that
enable more frequent experiments with and experiences of articulating and success-
fully pursuing their aspirations; less frequent opportunities to do so results in a less
powerful capacity to aspire. Even when disadvantaged groups have vividly imagined
future pathways, they are often: 
… less strategically valuable, not because of any cognitive deficit on the part of the poor
but because the capacity to aspire, like any complex cultural capacity, thrives and
survives on practice, repetition, exploration, conjecture, and refutation. (Appadurai,
2004, p. 69)
From this perspective, aspiration is the unevenly distributed capacity of different
social collectives to powerfully articulate their visions of the good life; to voice, and
have others recognize, the values, beliefs and norms that give texture to these visions;
and to access and utilise the resources required to realize them. The capacity to aspire
involves both the ability to realise particular aspirations, but also the collective power
to shape cultural contexts in which different desires are formed and valorised as ‘aspi-
rational’. This raises the question of what role a politics of recognition plays in facil-
itating or inhibiting the enactment of peoples’ imagined worlds. That is, to what extent
does the legitimacy extended to some aspirations over others contribute to the repro-
duction of inequalities?
Drawing on Taylor’s (1994) notion of recognition – which involves struggle over
the cognisance afforded to different groups – Appadurai (2004, p. 66) argues ‘that
poverty is partly a matter of operating with extremely weak resources where the terms
of recognition are concerned’. For example, when under-participation in HE is
explained as a result of ‘low’ aspiration, this perpetuates the normative recognition of
HE as inherently more valuable than other educational and occupational pathways.
Moreover, as Appadurai explains (2004, p. 66): 
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… the poor are frequently in a position where they are encouraged to subscribe to norms
whose social effect is to further diminish their dignity, exacerbate their inequality, and
deepen their lack of access to material goods and services.
Certain metaphysical beliefs and social norms serve to legitimise the position and role
of disadvantaged groups. Promoting the value of HE does not simply fit this category,
because it clearly makes a difference for many people from disadvantaged back-
grounds. However, while HE clearly offers important benefits, both cultural and
economic, it is by no means clear that participation in HE will automatically deliver
better returns than other educational or occupational possibilities (David, Hayward, &
Ertl, 2010). This is particularly the case in the context of ‘universal’ HE (Trow, 1974,
2006), because the value of HE is partly due to its scarcity (Marginson, 2004). In its
most simplistic form, the strategy of raising aspirations for HE involves increasing
disadvantaged groups’ recognition of and subscription to the norms of educational
institutions which, despite extending access to wider groups, continue to stratify such
that value disproportionately accrues to elite groups while others are relegated to
lower status parts of the system (Bourdieu & Champagne, 1999). This does not mean
that disadvantaged groups should be disavowed of their aspirations to participate in
HE, nor that efforts to strengthen particular groups’ capacities to aspire to HE should
be withheld. But the problem is more complex than simply encouraging people to
aspire in terms that will potentially see the promised returns recede in front of them.
In Fraser’s (1997) terms, raising aspirations without unsettling the dominant terms
of recognition is an affirmative remedy for injustice that leaves its underlying causes
intact. Intensifying students’ subscription to dominant educational norms and institu-
tions, without simultaneously challenging these norms and institutions, may simply
reinforce the decisive role that they play in social stratification, while positioning
under-represented groups in deficit terms that call for remedial intervention. Appadurai
(2004, p. 66) observes that the poor are generally recognized ‘in ways that ensure mini-
mum change in the terms of redistribution… [and] to the extent that poverty is indexed
by poor terms of recognition for the poor, intervention to positively affect these
terms is a crucial priority’. Such interventions must be premised on strengthening
disadvantaged groups’ ‘capacity to debate, contest, inquire, and participate critically’
(Appadurai, 2004, p. 70); that is, to exercise agency in civic life. This involves creating
opportunities for people to build richer archives of experience through rehearsing,
exploring and pursuing their aspirations (Appadurai, 2003) through ‘actions and perfor-
mances which have local cultural force’ (Appadurai, 2004, p. 67). Such performances
strengthen the capacity to aspire of those involved, both by contributing to the reali-
sation of their imagined worlds while increasing the legitimacy of these worlds in the
eyes of others.
The importance of engaging under-represented groups in the current expansion of
Australian HE, and the strong impetus for national re-investment in human capital,
presents an opportunity for equity strategy to focus on redressing imbalances in the
current terms of recognition extended to the aspirations of different groups. In this
context, the primary question posed by such a strategy must be: What counts as a legit-
imate investment in human capital? Feher (2009) argues that human capital initially
‘referred to the set of skills that an individual can acquire thanks to investments in his
or her education and training’ (p. 25). However, the notion of human capital has since
expanded to designate a more encompassing valuation of the whole person: now ‘my
human capital is me, as a set of skills and capabilities that is modified by all that
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affects me and all that I effect’ (Feher, 2009, p. 26). While investment in human capi-
tal was previously made to increase future returns, Feher (2009) claims that, just as
capital growth is now the primary focus of corporate financial strategy, we now invest
in human capital ‘not so much to profit from our accumulated potential as to
constantly value or appreciate ourselves – or at least prevent our own depreciation’
(p. 27). Raising aspiration has become a primary means for raising capital, both
human and economic. Indeed, Feher (2009) clearly describes the centrality of aspira-
tion for neo-liberal governance: 
It is… possible to govern subjects seeking to increase the value of their human capital,
or, more precisely, to act on the way they govern themselves, by inciting them to adopt
conducts deemed valorizing and to follow models for self-valuation that modify their
priorities and inflect their strategic choices. (Feher, 2009, p. 28)
However, this situation also presents new possibilities for social justice projects
that work through the imperative to invest in human capital in order to contest the
nature of this investment.
Rather than seeking simply to mitigate the harshest effects of neoliberal policies,
or refusing the basic assumptions of neoliberal logic, Feher (2009, p. 40) argues for
the strategic benefit of appealing ‘to the legitimacy of the aspiration to appreciate or
to value oneself – or, more precisely, to the legitimate desire to have access to the
resources required for meeting the physical and cultural conditions for self-
appreciation’. This involves creating conditions in which the politics of aspiration can
become more democratic by enabling people from a diverse set of standpoints to
re-enter ‘the domain of the enviable and desirable – of raising, from [their] own
perspective, the question of what constitutes an appreciable life’ (Feher, 2009, p. 41).
In the context of HE, this would involve questioning how HE institutions can
better appreciate the aspirations of the different communities they serve, in order
support the national objective of human capital appreciation. That is, rather than
approaching the task of ‘raising aspiration’ from the perspective of HE as the desirable
end, this shift in approach would involve creating public spaces of debate about how
the imagined worlds, or desired ends, of different groups can be resourced and realised
through (higher) education. This could be achieved through a combination of capac-
ity-building programs that (a) strengthen people’s academic capacities (as a means of
increasing their inclusion in existing educational institutions and, in turn, economies),
as well as (b) expanding their capacity to powerfully engage in the social practice of
articulating and realising aspirations grounded in the culturally-embedded imagined
worlds that give meaning to their lives.
Conclusion: appreciating aspirations
Current Australian HE policy reflects renewed commitment to raising human capital
while providing fairer access to HE through interventions that seek to shape
people’s aspirations. The Australian government’s reform agenda is an attempt to
imagine a particular future for the Australian economy and workforce, as well as the
expanded role that HE should play in that future and the benefits of this expansion
for those who have long been under-represented in the system. However, it is set to
intervene in a cultural milieu where the imagination has become increasingly preva-
lent practice in everyday life, although the capacity to realise imagined possibilities
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remains unequally distributed. Global flows of people and images, which become
localised within national spaces but also traverse them, are giving rise to a prolifer-
ating multiplicity of imagined worlds that do not necessarily align with political and
economic aspirations of the nation. The tension between aspirations at different
scales – individual, community, institution, nation – offer hopeful possibilities for
capacity-building equity strategies that focus on the terms of recognition extended to
under-represented groups.
The possibility for such strategies has emerged in the context of a shifting balance
between the supply of HE places and current demand for them. This will have impli-
cations for how the relationship between HE and under-represented groups, who insti-
tutions will increasingly need to convince of the relevance and benefit of HE. Rather
than inciting these groups simply to imagine a their future in terms of HE, HE institu-
tions might need to begin asking how they can resource people’s imagined worlds. In
the first approach, HE is central and constitutes both an end in itself and a means for
self-appreciation in normative terms: HE as a pathway for socioeconomic mobility or,
more plainly, a way of exiting disadvantaged communities. In practice, this approach
is not dissimilar to university marketing strategies designed to recruit from new
reserves of potential students. In contrast, the second approach makes self-appreciation
a site for dialogue and debate, while asking how HE can service different visions of
the good life. This would involve forms of outreach activity that are radically demo-
cratic (Lummis, 1996) and civic-minded, insofar as they provide opportunities for
disadvantaged communities to articulate their needs and desires and to have them
heard by institutions. That is, rather than selling the value of HE to those who have
not traditionally valued it as a pathway, or do not have the requisite achievement to
gain entry, HE institutions would pursue ways to increase the ‘value’ of individuals
and their communities. This shift in the terms of recognition would necessarily involve
institutional change, of a significant order in some cases, but this is not unrealistic.
Indeed, some Australian institutions have already developed and implemented
outreach programs that demonstrate commitment to such an approach.
For example, the Yumi Deadly Maths program, delivered by the Queensland
University of Technology in Australia, involves academic staff in the design and
delivery of mathematics curriculum for Indigenous students from early childhood
through to senior secondary school, generally in rural and remote areas. Program staff
consult closely with community elders before entering schools and this provides an
opportunity for dialogue about how the program can serve the community’s interests
and aspirations. Staff then work with teachers to research Indigenous knowledge and
practices that have currency in community life, in order to make this curricular in
school, altering the usual terms of recognition between the official curriculum and
students’ lifeworld knowledge. Further, the program delivers professional develop-
ment and further education to teacher aides, who are generally members of local
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and are likely to remain working
in schools after many teaching staff move on. Finally, the program also provides
research degree scholarships to Indigenous students. By creating connections between
Indigenous community knowledge and the official school curriculum, and building
community capacity in sustainable ways, Yumi Deadly Maths seeks to resource the
imaginaries of Indigenous communities while helping to strengthen student’s
academic achievement and their chances for accessing HE on their own terms.
Embracing the neoliberal politics of aspiration as the basis of equity strategy for
the next phase of Australian HE is not without its risks. The pernicious effects of
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education policies that ostensibly improve educational outcomes through consumer
choice and exhortations to self-appreciation are well demonstrated (Reay, David, &
Ball, 2005). However, a pragmatic engagement with this governance strategy, at a
time when considerable funding and political impetus exists for Australian HE insti-
tutions to engage with new and wider cohorts of potential students, offers some hope-
ful possibilities for addressing the stubbornly persistent under-representation of
disadvantaged groups. At the same time, it presents an opportunity for democratic
dialogue about how we imagine the role of HE in changing cultural landscapes.
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